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In memory of my dog Mahati, who sat at my feet for  every  
book I’ve written— except this one.

For my mother- in- law, Tanya V. Beck, who would go to  
the moon and back for the  people she loves, including (and  

especially) for her dogs.
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Any community that gets its laughs by pretending to be  idiots   
will eventually be flooded by  actual  idiots who mistakenly believe  

that  they’re in good com pany.
— DarkShikari via Y Combinator . com, circa 2010ish

Most likely falsely attributed to René Descartes by a community  

of  idiots on the Internet

It is not enough to have a good mind. The main  thing is to use it well.
— René Descartes, Discourse on the Method, Part 1, 1637
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TIME STAMP
Moon

Day 28, Month 6, MUSC Year 94

Earth
June 17, 2XXX
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Hologram or real? I think- text to Kepler, who’s scrunched in 
the seat beside me as usual, his limbs folded like telescoping landing 
legs to fit in the cramped space of the small MUSC auditorium.

Hologram, duh. He shifts, trying to get comfortable. The designers 
of the Moon survival colony  didn’t account for  humans getting taller as 
they evolved off Earth. If anything, they thought our species would 
get smaller. But none of this is a prob lem for me. I’m a short terrestrial 
transplant on the Moon, and my legs fit just fine.

“Greetings, Cohort 54! This is the final Moon Utilitarian Survival 
Colony lab assessment for G3C54!” MUSC president Dr.  Valentine 
Fornax announces from the center stage, where she is surrounded by 
forty- eight kids I grew up with  here. Her voice reverberates through 
the auditorium, making the event feel strangely hallowed, since it’s in 
real time and not on our Streams.

I squint past Kep’s thotz on my Lenz to study Dr. Fornax, who 
paces the stage, surrounded by our entire cohort in this circular mini 
arena. As always, she is stunning. Tall and strong with a square jaw and 
nearly black eyes  under her thick shock of steel- colored hair. Although 
she’s at least twelve years older than my  mother, she looks younger. 

UMA JEMISON

MOON UTILITARIAN  
SURVIVAL COLONY
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Something in the way she holds herself, shoulders down and back, 
head high, and a mischievous twinkle in  those eyes, as if she perpetu-
ally has a  great idea she  can’t wait to unleash. She’s my hero for all of 
 those reasons, but also  because, like my  family, Dr. Fornax was born on 
Earth and emigrated to the Moon.

As Dr. Fornax moves across the stage, I look for the telltale holo 
shimmer, but she looks solid from  every  angle.

Real, I think to Kep.
 We’re not impor tant enough for the president/CEO to show up IRL.
“You are the best and the brightest of the  human race,” Dr. Fornax 

proclaims. “You have worked diligently through the last de cade of 
superior education. You are the  future of our colony.”

I raise both eyebrows at Kep. We are the  future.
Gad help us all. He blinks me an image of Gemini Chen- Ning, sit-

ting across the auditorium from us, glassy- eyed and slack- jawed, most 
likely blasting alien Viking serpent creatures in some Torrent VRPG 
on his Stream.

I snort a quiet laugh, barely audible, but of course, Micra whips 
around from her seat in front of me to give us an evil side- eye glare. 
The kind lizardlike aliens give their next victim in the archived 2- D 
Earthling sci-fi movies Kep and I watch from our hacked Earth con-
nection.

“Shush,” she hisses as if spitting acid that  will melt my skin. Then 
she tucks a silver strand of hair  behind her ear and turns away with an 
expert eye roll, no doubt thotzing something horrible about me to Cas-
sio and Alma, her satellites sitting on  either side, forever in her orbit.

When my parents and I moved to MUSC ten years ago,  those 
three made my life a living hell. You would think Third Gen Moon-
lings who are the  children of the greatest living scientists in the 
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universe would master compassion, but Micra and her minions are just 
as mean as any earthly primate troupe threatened by an interloper.

It  doesn’t help that on top of my hereditary skin pigmentation, 
gravity- defying curls, and prominent facial features, my parents 
 couldn’t afford to buy me a communication implant, and for some 
reason— maybe the dry MUSC air— I’m prone to ear and eye infec-
tions so I  can’t use an iEye or HearEar, which means I’m the only per-
son in my cohort with an external communication device strapped to 
my head. I might as well be sporting a centuries- old plastic prosthetic 
leg.  Needless to say,  those girls have been merciless since the moment I 
showed up on the Moon.

The only saving grace of my cohort placement was having a last 
name that starts with J. Since  children are always arranged in alpha-
betical order, I have been smack- dab in the  middle of Kepler Jensen on 
my left and Fermi Kaku on my right since the day I showed up. Lucky 
for me, Fermi is intensely introverted and Kepler is the nicest person in 
our cohort. Even luckier, Kep and I both have the same goofball sense 
of humor and taste for bad Earth Streams.

Without missing a beat, Kep sends a scribble to my Lenz of Micra 
standing on Mars, alone. I swallow another laugh and add the Dark 
Overlord from our favorite Earth sci-fi movie, Howard the Duck, sneaking 
up  behind her, its toothy maw open and crab claws ready to attack. Kep 
puts me in a space pod, ray guns blasting  toward Micra as she’s being 
chased by the Overlord. We pass the doodle back and forth from his 
mind to my Lenz, each adding more stupid details  until  we’re both 
shaking from trying not to laugh while Dr. Fornax yammers on about 
how we are standing on the precipice of our  futures.

Then Dr. Fornax proclaims, “Childhood is  behind you, and a Life’s 
Work Assignment is on the horizon!”
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I gulp and stop doodling. Is space rodeo clown an option for my life’s 
work? I thotz Kep. Maybe evil quark hunter?

A  little muscle in his jaw twitches. A happy  little dance. The one 
part of his body that  won’t obey the no- laughing edict his brain has is-
sued. Kepler knows as well as I do that  there are very few job options 
 here that fit my “skill set.” Other than creating beautiful bacteria colo-
nies for fun, I  haven’t exactly excelled at much on MUSC.

How about comet badminton diva? Kep thinks. I snort. Micra glares.
Kep and I exchange a glance. He’s also the only person in G3C54 

who finds Micra as annoying as I do. When we  were twelve, I plucked 
a hair from her head and convinced him to help me sequence her ge-
nome in his  mother’s immunology lab. I was determined to find out 
what accounted for her moon- dust- colored hair and bright yellow eyes 
blinking like two suns, spaghetti arms and itty- bitty bump of a nearly 
non ex is tent nose. I thought if I could scientifically prove she was the 
anomaly, not me,  people would be nicer.

But it  didn’t  matter  because ge ne tics are only half the story. Expe-
rience and perception are the other half. No  matter how many ano-
malies I could locate on her genome, Micra remains the standard for 
Moon beauty, and I  will always be the freak of nature up  here.

“Tomorrow is Leap Day, when each of you  will embark on a 
twenty- eight- day personal journey during the month of Sol,” Dr. For-
nax says. “This is a time for you to explore new worlds of experience 
before you  settle into your young adult life.”

My stomach burbles with excitement. Only three  things have made 
my life at MUSC bearable the past ten years: 1) knowing that as long as 
I’m  here, my  mother  will be safe, 2) being friends with Kepler, and 3) 
holding out for Sol of my sixteenth year, when I can go back to Earth 
for twenty- eight days, which  will happen in approximately twelve hours, 
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forty- eight minutes, and nineteen seconds. Not that I’m counting or 
anything.

“At the end of Sol, you  will return to MUSC as young adult mem-
bers of our colony,” Dr. Fornax reminds us, as if we could forget. “At 
that time, you  will receive your Life’s Work Assignment, which  will 
support the MUSC corporate mission of interstellar colonization!”

Every one breaks into wild applause.
Except for me. My stomach turns sour, and I have to swallow down 

a nasty taste.  There is nothing I dread more than receiving my LWA. 
Every one  else believes that’s when life starts, but for me, it  will be the 
end. No more watching banned Earth Streams with Kep. No more 
time to work on my bacteria botanical garden. No more dreaming of 
the day when I return to Earth,  because that day  will have come and 
gone. From the moment I receive my LWA, my life  will be all work, all 
the time, and  there’s not a job up  here that could make me happy.

“The  future of our species depends on each of us. So work hard 
and make us proud!” Dr. Fornax says.

No pressure  there, I thotz Kep. In return, he sends me an image of 
the moon exploding.

“And remember, Cohort 54 . . .” She waits as we all inhale and sit 
up straight, ready to proclaim our colony’s motto.

“Science  will see us through!” we all recite in unison. Then 
Dr. Fornax’s image blips off the stage.
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A quick whistle and clap is all it takes for the lantana bush to 
rustle and Quasar to appear on the buckled sidewalk beside me. One 
perky  little ear is turned inside out, so he looks to be wearing a jaunty 
pink cap on the side of his small furry head.

“Look at you! Sleeping on the job,” I say. He yawns and shakes 
away his dreams, f lipping the ear back to brown fur again. “Castor and 
I are  doing all the work  here,” I tell him as I drop to one knee. Quasar 
trots over, pointy snout  going straight into my hair to snuffle around 
my ear. I give him a good long scratch between the shoulder blades, 
then pat him on the side. His belly tumps like the ripe watermelons in 
my  mother’s green house garden.

“You have any food for him?” my  brother asks.
I search my pockets. “Just some Mango Bango Oink Oink Jerky 

I found inside an old SelfServ on Santa Monica Ave nue.” Quasar stands 
on hind legs and whines as I tear off a piece of the jerky, which he 
snarff les straight from my palm. “This stuff lasts forever.” I try to take 
a bite, but it’s too tough for me, so I give the rest to the dog.

“This place is desolate,” Castor says as he surveys the altered coast-
line below the empty promenade. Sometimes when the tide is out, we 

TALITHA NEVA

ALPHAZONIA, EARTH
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catch a glimpse of the sunken Ferris wheel caught on pilings in the 
shallow ocean  water, but no such luck to night. “We had some of our 
best finds down  here but now . . .  nothing.”

Castor’s right. When we first arrived, the followers on our Stream 
loved to see what we’d find in Santa Monica Basin. But that was before 
every thing was picked clean. Our best hauls included a seaweed- 
covered fishing boat with a beer- filled cooler still intact, slatted wooden 
 tables f loating like rafts, wicker chairs with waterlogged cushions tied 
on, a  giant mirror that somehow  hadn’t cracked, an entire leather sofa 
crusted with salt and bright green barnacles, deck chairs, glass  bottle 
lamps, slabs of cork f looring, slate roof tiles, sink basins, an electric 
guitar, a swing set and slide, countless car tires, coach cushions, and 
mattresses. Plus lots of useless stuff like buoys, soccer balls, mismatched 
shoes, and empty plastic  bottles no one needs.

“Remember that day we  were on the beach and a bunch of body 
parts f loated up like a dismembered parade and you freaked out?” Cas-
tor laughs.

“They looked real washing up on the sand,” I insist, and shudder 
at the memory. “How was I supposed to know they  were from manne-
quins?”

“It was too late for bodies,” Castor says, like I’m stupid.
 After all the big finds  were gone, we still came back to scavenge 

through the tiny, personal reminders of daily life— a tarnished bracelet 
engraved with Happy 50th Wedding Anniversary, Dreama; a shell- encrusted 
brass owl with one missing jeweled eye; a weird one- legged metal 
chicken standing on an arrow; and once, a small diamond ring that had 
roiled up through the sand— every thing ripped away by the  Great Tsu-
nami, then washed ashore for illegals like us to find.

I throw a rock over the promenade edge and listen to it thud on the 
sand below. “Let’s leave,” I say. “Your Yoobie  isn’t coming.”
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“ Don’t use that word!” Castor snaps.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I say, sarcasm clear. “Let me rephrase. The 

universal- basic- income- receiving brain- chipped zombie from Alpha-
Zonia who wants your mind- melting drug  isn’t  going to show.” I pause 
and stare at him. “Better?”

“ They’re called citizen shareholders.” Castor rolls his eyes at me. 
“And  she’ll be  here. She pinged me.”

“I wish you’d stop,” I say. “Hacking the dopamine regulators in 
TouchyFeelyTech implants is so against the law.”

“Our entire existence in AlphaZonia is against the law.”
“Yeah, but as long as we stay  under the radar . . .”
Castor pulls the straps of his red knapsack tighter and walks away, 

impatient with my worry. He’s carried that bag since the day he found 
it in the remains of a tsunami relief center at the Emergency Opera-
tions building on the west side. The logo on its front— a white circle 
with a red cross in the center— has almost faded away, but the bag itself 
is nearly indestructible.

From  behind, he and I look just alike. We have the same long legs, 
broad shoulders, and narrow waist. We move alike, too. We lope rather 
than walk, more the way wolves move, loose- limbed and easy, as if they 
could go for miles without a rest.

We even dress alike in slim- fit pants, loose shirts, and comfy 
sneakers, all lifted from gutted ware houses and abandoned shops. With 
hoods up,  we’re dead ringers for each other. When we  were  little, we 
went back and forth. Sometimes girls. Sometimes boys. Sometimes I 
was Castor. Sometimes he was me. But as we got older, that changed. 
I sprouted small breasts when he got wisps of chin hair and a slightly 
lower voice. Castor’s the boy. I’m the girl.  Unless of course, that’s incon-
ve nient, and then we switch.
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The only obvious way to distinguish me from my twin is our hair. 
Castor keeps his shaved close to his skull. Mine is long. The color, 
though, is the same burnt orange of ripe persimmons, which is striking 
against our brown skin, smattering of dark freckles, and bright green 
eyes. We look alike and yet unlike anyone  else, although in the correct 
clothing, we can pass for Yoobies who have the credentials to live inside 
the borders of this privatized city.

Quasar whines as Castor gets farther from us.
“I have a bad feeling about to night,” I call. “ You’ve been pushing 

 things too far lately. Taking more risks than you need to.” He continues 
to ignore me. “Sometimes I think  you’re an adrenaline junky, always 
looking for the next big rush.”

He whips around. “Or maybe  you’re just too cautious, rywor tar.”
“I’m not a worry rat!” I huff and stamp my foot  because I hate it 

when he insults me in our twin language. It feels like such a betrayal. 
We stare at each other across the empty street. This is how it’s always 
been. Him on one side of a line, and me on the other.

“Your dopamine hacks make me more ner vous than our thieving. 
It’s one  thing to take stuff that used to belong to  people. It’s another to 
rearrange the circuitry of a Yoobie’s ce re bral implant.”

“It’s fine!” he insists. “They come to me. They ask for it.”
“Yeah, but you’ll be the one to pay the price if they get caught. 

Remember what Mom says, ‘What ever a Yoobie asks you for,  there’s 
always more in it for them.’ ”

“We need the money,” he barks. “So, if it makes you uncomfort-
able, go wait for me somewhere  else. I’ll ping you when I’m done.”

“Fine, you toidi,” I grouse.
“ You’re the idiot,” he gripes back at me.
“I’ll be over  there.” I point up the block to an abandoned church 
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with a walled- off garden. Quasar stands between us, looking from me 
to Castor and back to me. He is a herding dog at heart and  doesn’t like 
his f lock separated. “It’s okay, Quasar,” I tell him. “ We’ll stay close by.”

Up ahead, lights sweep the sides of the deserted buildings. “ There 
she is,” Castor says as an AutoPod crests the hill. “Go!”

Quasar and I jog away as the car makes its way slowly  toward Cas-
tor. We hop over the caved-in stone fence surrounding the per sis tent 
garden of the church— a good place to hide. Quasar sniffs around, pee-
ing on the plants while I trample over pine- needle- covered rubble. My 
toe catches something solid, and I fall onto all fours, face- to- face with 
a literal fallen angel made of stone, eyes weeping mildew, wings broken 
on the ground. Oh, city of lost angels for sure!

I look up to see where it came from and catch sight of an empty 
alcove on the top of the white bell tower that juts up from tangles of ivy 
and climbing roses. Broken half- moon win dows beneath a crooked 
cross gaze out like sad eyes. Quasar trots to my side.

“See  those f lowers?” I whisper to my dog. “They may look pretty 
and delicate, but someday their vines  will bring down that tower, some-
thing even the earthquake and tsunami  couldn’t do.”

Above the church, the Moon— a waxing silver lightbulb three quar-
ters full— peers down from between two tall palms. When I was  little, 
six or seven years old, I stood on the tallest trash heap in the Wasteland 
Dumps and waved to my  father on the Moon.

That’s dumb, Castor told me when he found out what I was  doing.
No it’s not, I argued. Maybe he can see us with his bionic eyes.
He  doesn’t have bionic eyes, toidi. And he’s prob ably been deep- spaced by 

now. That’s what happens to ExploroBots when their work is done, you 
know. The  people on the Moon just cut them loose from their tethers and let 
them float away. He kicked a soggy bag of trash that burst into a slurry. 
What ever’s left of him is cosmic junk by now.
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Back on the street, we hear voices. Quasar and I crawl closer to the 
half wall to get a better look. Although it makes me ner vous, I want to 
see what’s  going on in case Castor gets in trou ble. I zoom in with my 
Glaz to watch the Yoobie girl and my  brother standing in a yellow cir-
cle of the AutoPod’s lights. She’s gorgeous, of course. Trying to appear 
as authentically  human as humanly pos si ble. Her hair is long and f low-
ing, dyed in variations of brown and gold to bring out the warmth of 
her sun- kissed skin. Her clothes are spun from plant material, marking 
her as über wealthy. Her  family must have bought into AlphaZonia 
long ago, then watched their universal basic income grow with each 
subsequent generation. And since RayNay DeShoppingCart took over 
ten years ago, the corporate city is more profitable for its citizens than 
ever.

From his knapsack, Castor extracts long, thin tweezers and a small 
black box. The Yoobie girl leans forward eagerly, stretching her neck to 
watch my  brother with bright blue eyes engineered to resemble the sky. 
With the precision of a surgeon, he plucks a tiny silver ball, the size of 
a seed, from the box. He holds it up, and her eyes glow brighter. She 
lifts up her chin so Castor can insert the tweezers deep into her right 
nostril.

Slowly, delicately, he pushes them higher and higher into her nose, 
then says, “Now.”

She sniffs and steps back to wait, eyes closed,  until a few seconds 
 later, she swoons. Her face melts into a sloppy mask of rapturous de-
light as her  whole body relaxes. While she stands, in momentary ec-
stasy as the dopamine regulator deep in her brain pumps harder, Castor 
presses a thumb- sized scanner just above her right ear.

“Shit,” I say aloud and stand up straight. “Shit, shit, shit.” I  didn’t 
know he was  going to hack her data packet.

She’s too deep into her reverie to notice. When he’s done, she 
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dances in the moonlight, arms and legs slowly gliding through the air 
as if she’s underwater.

I scramble over the wall to pull Castor out of  here, but another set 
of headlights creeps slowly across the tower of the abandoned church. 
“Castor, watch out!” I shout, and jump back inside the garden.

He spins, sees the lights, and runs.
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“Told you, Oom!” Kep says aloud  after Fornax dis appears. “Clas-
sic Fornax hologram visit.”

“And  here I thought we  were special,” I say with a sigh. All around 
us, every one stretches and talks about what  they’re  doing for Leap Day 
tomorrow and where  they’re  going for the month of Sol.

“Guess you’ll have to wait to meet her in person at the LWA cere-
mony,” I tell Kep.

Micra spins around and asks, “Did you hear the news? I’m  going to 
be Dr. Fornax’s personal intern during Sol. I get to go everywhere with 
her for twenty- eight days.”

“Poor Fornax,” I mutter.
But Kepler says, “Congratulations. That’s  great for your  career 

scaffold.”
I send him a mind scribble of me barfing. The guy is way too nice.
“What are you  doing for Sol?” Micra asks while angling her body 

away from me just enough so I know she’s only addressing Kepler.
He shrugs. “Nothing special. A few days of SimuSkiing on the 

surface, hitting TourEsa casinos with some guys, then lying around at 
a SimuBeach.”

UMA JEMISON

MOON UTILITARIAN  
SURVIVAL COLONY
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“Aiming high, as usual,” I joke, but I have to admit, I wish I could 
be more like Kepler. He has the perpetual calm of a person who as-
sumes every thing  will work out fine. My  mother says that attitude is 
the province of the privileged and that  people like us always have to 
worry.

“I’m sure Kepler has a perfectly good reason for his request,” Micra 
snaps.

“I do,” says Kep.
Micra purses her lips and lifts her eyebrows as if to say, Told you!
“A body at rest stays at rest, and I’m the embodiment of inertia,” 

he says.
“Excellent reasoning.” I smirk at her.
“Thank you,” he says. Then he adds, “Uma’s  going to Earth.”
“For good?” Micra says. Cassio and Alma snicker beside her.
“Maybe,” I say, and Kepler’s eyes bug out. “Earth is a fascinating 

place.”
“Only if  you’re an Earthling,” Micra says it like an insult, then 

quickly turns away. Cassio and Alma make no effort to hide their 
cackles.

Before I can create any kind of evil mind scribble showing Micra, 
Cassio, and Alma’s joint demise, Deimos, our cohort supervisor, takes 
over the Stream, and  we’re all cut off from one another.

“Okay, Cohort 54,” Deimos says. “I know  you’re all excited Leap 
Day is tomorrow, but we still have work to do  today.”

Like every one whose grandparents  were the first  humans  here, 
Deimos has the slightly fetal look of the Third Gen off- planet evolu-
tion, with a shrunken nasal cavity and large eyes. I called them Baby 
 People when my  family first arrived from Earth and found them freak-
ish to look at. Now my face is the one that surprises me each time I see 
my reflection.
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“This is your last lab assessment,” he says. “The one  you’ve all been 
waiting for. It’s ExploroBot time!”

Every one bursts with excitement. Even Gemini sits up, blinking 
and wiping spittle from the corner of his mouth. “I’m so pumped for 
this!” he shouts loud enough for us to hear on the other side of the 
auditorium.

I look at Kepler and whisper, “Am I the only person in the room 
who thinks this  will suck?”

“I doubt the ExploroBots are too excited about it,” he whispers 
back.

Then we both  settle in for the narrated ExploroBot history lesson 
that fills our Streams.

The ExploroBot proj ect has been the keystone of MUSC expansion for the 
past two de cades, the narrator says over a holo vid of our colony’s history 
that’s been drilled into our minds since we  were small. From the first 
inhabited inflatable pods on the Moon’s surface in MUSC Year 1 to the war-
ren of underground lava tube bunkers the colony used for fifteen years,  we’ve 
been expanding and making life better on the Moon.

To truly advance our colony, we needed more sophisticated domiciles and 
labs, yet clearly, inhabitants of MUSC  were far too valuable to risk on dan-
gerous exterior construction proj ects.

I huff. The under lying premise that a MUSC life is more valuable 
than an Earth life gets  under my skin like an antiviral nanobot.

Despite the brilliant minds and advanced technology  here at MUSC, no 
AI robot that we can build is as dexterous and nimble as the masterpiece of 
the  human body. The  human hand alone is one of the most complex and 
amazing feats of engineering in the known universe.

I look down at my hands and won der what  they’ll be used for once 
I get my LWA. Cleaning space toilets? No. CleanerBots do that.

Fi nally, in MUSC Year 65, a breakthrough in the area of brain- to- brain 
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interface enabled us to combine resources from Earth with the incredible 
 mental talent  here at MUSC.

I lean close to Kep and whisper, “Did you know that an Earth girl 
named Zaniah Nashira in ven ted that BBI? She was a scholarship kid 
just like me, but then she dis appeared when she was fifteen and was 
never heard from again.”

Kep puts his lips so close to my ear that it tickles when he says, 
“ You’ve told me about her at least ten million times.”

“So you  were listening,” I say.
Kep rolls his eyes.
Images of early ExploroBots fill the Stream. I squirm in my seat 

and offer Kep an alternate narration. “ Here at MUSC, we stick brain- 
dead Earth soldiers inside a protective exoskeleton, tether them to our 
station, and control them with our minds!”

He shakes his head, but fights a smile.
“I bet half of  these morons are hoping for an LWA placement in 

the ExploroBot lab,” I whisper.
“And this surprises you  because . . .” He waggles his head, waiting 

for me to see the folly of my thinking.
I sigh. “It  doesn’t,” I admit. “Or at least it  shouldn’t.” The truth is, 

most MUSCies see Zero Gens like me as barely  human, so  there’s no 
way kids in my cohort  will recognize the humanity of a brain- dead 
soldier shipped up to us from Earth to do our dirty work.

And so the ExploroBot program was born! the narrator proclaims 
with far too much enthusiasm. This incredible combination of MUSC 
minds and Earth bodies has allowed us to construct our state- of- the- art Sky-
Labs and domiciles and is the reason we continue to expand  today!

An image of our station anchored to the surface of the Moon 
comes into view. Six hinged legs, symmetrically arranged around a 
baseplate, hold us in place. A long elevator shaft from the surface lifts 
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us to the sky, where we continually rotate around a stationary core that 
gathers sunrays on our multifaceted surface. This image of my spinning 
 adopted home triggers a vague memory from my childhood of brightly 
colored plastic pinwheels poking up from compacted dirt on Earth  under 
a bright blue sky.

Darshan, where did this occur? I ask my cyber assistant to comb the 
archives of my memory for the image.

The former town of Hesperia, located in the Wastelands of Earth, he 
says, but that  doesn’t mean much to me. I  can’t contextualize the image 
except to say it makes me feel happy. Still, I blink on it to save so I can 
look at it again  later.

We are on the cusp of new horizons, expanding our home so all MUSCies 
can live in comfort on three new stations with state- of- the- art labs that  will 
enable us to launch our species beyond the Moon.

The new stations, in vari ous states of completion, come into view. 
The legs and shaft of one are done. On another, ExploroBots install the 
solar panels. The third is nearly complete and  will be in rotation soon. 
Every one in my cohort hopes  they’ll be assigned to domiciles in the 
newest station, but I  don’t  really care. I’d be just as happy to stay in this 
one, close to my mom.

Now it’s your turn to see if dedicating your life to the ExploroBot 
program could be right for you!

“Who in their right mind would want this for an LWA?” I ask out 
loud just as the montage ends and our Streams are returned to our 
control.

 People gape at me from  every direction. I shrink in my seat.
“For your information,” Micra turns to me and huffs, “the Explo-

roBot program is the preeminent breeding ground for some of best re-
search that’s occurred on MUSC in the past two de cades. Anyone who 
 doesn’t want an ExploroBot LWA is a vacuum brain.”
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“What can I say?” I tell her. “My heart belongs to microbiology!” 
I press both hands over my chest in an overly dramatic gesture just to 
annoy her. Then I flash her a smile. My big  horsey teeth make her cringe.

“Gross!” She shakes her head, dumbfounded as usual by how far off 
from normal I am. “What’s  there to love about bacteria and viruses?”

“For one  thing,  they’re beautiful,” I say, which elicits an indignant 
snort from all three girls in front of me. “And also,” I narrow my eyes 
and say gravely, “they can be deadly.”

“Oh, please,” says Micra as she turns away.
I  can’t let it go. I lean forward, elbows on knees so I can get closer 

to her ear. “You know, Micra, it’s not a meteor that’ll wipe out this 
Moon Utilitarian Survival Colony,” I tell her out loud  because she 
would never accept thotz from me. “It’ll be an itty- bitty, teeny- weeny, 
 little strand of killer DNA,  because at the end of the day,  we’re all just 
fragile skin bags of  water trying to survive in the hostility of space.”

“Just when I think you  can’t get any weirder . . .” she says.
Why do you let her get to you? Kep thotz me.
I sit back hard. Who says she gets to me?
Kep rolls his eyes.
“Okay!” Deimos claps his hands to get our attention. “Just for fun, 

since it’s our last day, let’s go in random order. First up . . .” He blinks 
to retrieve information. “Gemini Chen- Ning.”

Gemini literally jumps up from his seat, pumping his fist, shout-
ing, “Yes!”

Deimos blinks again. “Cassiopeia Noether.”
She squeals and hugs Micra as if she’s won the Miss Universe 

contest.
One last blink, and he says, “And Uma Jemison.”
“Ah, gad!” I slump down and swallow the bile in my throat.
Lucky you, Kep thotz.
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“Shut up,” I whisper as I climb over him.
As I make my way down to the stage, life- size holos of three Ex-

ploroBots tethered to the SkyLab appear so every one can see.  Behind 
each one, a three- quarter Earth zooms by as our entire colony spins. I 
might be the only person  here who finds this view beautiful . . .  and 
nauseating. I have to look away. Since I  wasn’t born on MUSC, I’m 
supersensitive to the gravity- induced rotation when I see the spinning 
stars and distant planets outside our station.

Cassio and Gemini each place themselves in front of a holo and 
focus in to establish a connection on their Streams, but mine  won’t work.

“Um . . .  Deimos,” I say quietly. “Psst. Deimos.” I wave my hand. 
He looks at me, annoyed. “I need a . . .  you know, an external device or 
something.” I point to my headset, which is too primitive to connect to 
the ExploroBot feed.

“Right, yeah, sorry. I forgot.” He forages through an equipment 
cart at the side of the stage. “You’ll have to wear this over your device.” 
He holds out the mesh hood with tiny probes as if it  were a contagion. 
A  ripple of twitters and snorts goes through my cohort as I put on 
the hood that  will connect my thoughts to the CPU implanted in an 
ExploroBot’s brain.

I can barely look at the bot’s holo in front of me. Knowing that 
the being beneath the silver and white exoskeleton was once a sentient 
 human makes me physically ill. The darkened faceplate only makes it 
worse. I want so badly to see this person’s eyes.

“In this simulation,” Deimos says aloud for every one to hear, “your 
job is to repair a radiation shield on the exterior face of our new SkyLab 
2. Remember what you learned in your tutorials. First, assess the prob-
lem in front of you, then think step- by- step through a solution. If your 
thought pro cess is detailed and clear enough, the brain- to- brain interface 
 will send your action signals to the CPU embedded in your ExploroBot’s 
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brain. The more you can convince your brain that your body is  doing 
the action, the more likely your ExploroBot  will react.”

I try.
I  really,  really try.
I focus on my bot, working to block out the spinning sky  behind 

him, her, it? That only makes my stomach churn and my head swim 
more. Hand to tool  belt. Hand to tool  belt, I think over and over, trying to 
feel my arm lifting, elbow bending, fin gers reaching for the wrench on 
the ExB’s hip without actually moving my own limbs. But my mind is 
clouded with visions of who this person might have been on Earth.

Had I not won a scholarship to MUSC when I was five, it could 
have been my  mother or my  father forced to fight in the never- ending 
 Water Wars. One of them could have been blown apart, then put back 
together inside  these suits and sold off to MUSC so that my  family 
could survive down below. Instead, we had to come all the way up  here 
for my dad to die in the one place we  were supposed to be safe.

“Uma, come on,” Deimos says. He stands beside me. “You  haven’t 
even gotten your wrench out of the tool  belt yet.”

“I’m trying,” I tell him, but I can feel myself getting queasier and 
queasier as I watch my bot f loat aimlessly in the rotating blur. I glance 
at Cassio’s ExB. She’s at least three steps ahead of me, already remov-
ing the damaged radiation shingle. On the other side, Gemini’s ExB is 
turned upside down, but still drilling a new shingle into place with no 
prob lem.

“Think about it!” Deimos says. “Reach your hand into the tool  belt.”
“I . . .  I . . .  I . . .” My stomach starts to heave. “I think I’m  going to 

barf!”
I rip the hood off my head, rocket up the stairs, and dart out of the 

auditorium doors.
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“Damn it, Castor! What did you do?” I demand when he jumps 
the wall to crouch beside Quasar and me in the shadows of the church. 
Overhead, lights sweep by, illuminating the broken stained- glass win-
dows.

“It’ll all be fine,” he pants. “But we should get out of  here.”
“You think!” I say.
“Wolflo em.” He grabs my hand, and, as always, I follow him, just 

like he asks.
We run across the garden, bent- kneed and hunched like the Pred-

atorBots that guard the aqueducts up north. Quasar stays close  behind. 
When we pop out on the sidewalk on the other side of the garden, an 
automated transportation shut tle pulls up to the curb. We both stop 
short, crash into each other, then plaster ourselves against the side of 
the building so we  won’t be seen.

Ahead of us, the shut tle bus idles beside a long line of tired Re-
Construction workers, washed out and gray like ghosts of past inhabit-
ants of this city.

“I  didn’t know  they’d gotten this far,” I whisper, and scan the 

TALITHA NEVA

ALPHAZONIA, EARTH
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streets,  because if ReConstruction workers are  here, then SecuriBots 
are not far  behind.

Castor clicks his scanner into his TouchCuff to upload the Yoobie 
girl’s data packet to his device while I watch the workers board the 
shut tle. Once he’s got the data, he shoves the scanner back into his bag. 
I hold my breath  until the last worker, a  woman about our  mother’s age, 
clomps down the aisle and drops into a seat, exhausted. She appears to 
fall asleep the moment her forehead touches the win dow.

I shudder. Being on a bus like that is the other way  people like us 
get inside this city. The difference is, they go back to the Wastelands 
 every night, while we stay  here, carving out a life in the shadows.

“Jack- a- Pod!” Castor says.
“No, please, Castor!  Don’t do that—”
But it’s too late. The Yoobie girl’s AutoPod screeches around the 

corner at the far end of the block.
“Come on.” Castor grabs me again. “Run!”
“I hate when you hijack Pods!” I say as we bolt away from the 

church and waiting bus.
“Hello, Cristela Wong Holtzmann,” the Pod says as we scramble 

inside. “Where would you like to go?”
“Pink Palace,” my  brother says.
The AutoPod peels out, and Quasar jumps, paws scratching at the 

win dow, barking like a maniac as we pass the ambling shut tle bus full 
of sleeping workers.

“Get down!” I pull him to my lap, afraid his noise  will trigger some 
kind of alarm. “Castor, come on! We  can’t go up  there!”

“Sure we can! Look,” Castor says brightly, and holds up his Touch-
Cuff screen for me to see. “The Yoobie girl was invited.”

The  whole way up Santa Monica Boulevard to Wilshire, I try my 
best to talk Castor out of his stupid plan, but he  won’t budge.
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“ We’re not Yoobies!” I insist.
“Beside the point.  There’s a big party at the Palace to night. We 

can stream from  there.”
“No way,” I tell him. My heart is in my throat. “It’s too dangerous.”
“Stop being such a rywor tar,” he says. “I’ve been trying to get us 

inside for a year.”
“Castor, please  don’t make me do this,” I beg, but my  brother 

barely listens.
Instead, he has his face pressed against the win dow just like the 

dog. “Look how smooth and straight the roads are up  here.  Every plant 
is manicured. All the streetlights shine. It’s like the earthquake and 
tsunami never happened.”

“No shit,” I say. “This is where D’Cart lives. Of course it’s the first 
priority for repair. Which is why we should turn around. Now!”

Still, Castor  doesn’t stop. We round a corner, and I glimpse the 
turrets of the Pink Palace above an expansive fringe of palm fronds.

“This used to be a  hotel for rich  people and celebrities,” Castor 
says.

“Who cares? Let’s get out of  here.”
“Then D’Cart took it over and knocked down every thing around it 

to make this crazy palace. The grounds alone go on for miles.”
My stomach tightens, sending bile into my throat. “I  really  don’t 

want to do this.”
“Why?” asks Castor, fi nally clueing in to the fact that I’m freak-

ing out.
“ Because! It’s too risky.  There’s no place to hide. And clearly we do 

not belong.”
“We  will,” he says with a grin.
He commands the Pod to pull over a few hundred meters short 

of the black- and- white- striped awning covering the portico of the 
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Palace. Ahead of us a steady line of AutoPods inch up the half- moon 
drive.

“Doors open,” Castor commands. “Time to go,” he says to me.
“Castor. No. Please  don’t leave,” I whisper- yell, but it’s no use. He 

hops out, and Quasar tumbles  after him. They  won’t come back, so I 
dart  after them across the grass.
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 After I’ve hurled what was left of my lunch into a trash tube, 
I slump on a bench outside the auditorium waiting for the class to end. 
If I go back in and see the spinning sky, I’ll barf again for sure.

“You okay, starshine?” I look up and see Randazza Marmesh in her 
 little food and beverage delivery vehicle idling in front of me. She is 
pleasingly plump in a way no MUSCies are. Soft folds of skin around 
her arms and belly make for the best hugs. When I was  little, I’d curl 
into her lap at night when my parents  were down in the mines  because 
they  didn’t trust a NanniBot to take care of me.

“Yes,  ma’am,” I say. “Just a  little queasy.”
“ Here, try this, it’ll  settle your stomach.” Ms. Marmesh smiles 

kindly and hands me a foil packet from her stash in the back of the ve-
hicle. As a Zero Gen herself, she still looks out for me, especially when 
my mom is down on the surface, which is most of the time.

I unwrap the treat and pop it in my mouth. The bite of ginger coats 
my tongue and immediately soothes my stomach. “Thank you.”

“ You’re welcome, starshine.”
Before she can drive away, a  woman steps off the AutoWalk on the 

other side of the hallway and stares from me to Ms. Marmesh and back 

UMA JEMISON

MOON UTILITARIAN  
SURVIVAL COLONY
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to me. I glance at the patch on her blue and white tunic indicating her 
generation, cohort, and domicile number, G2C29D237. Of course, a 
Second Gen who lives in the tony two hundreds!

“Are you in the right place?” she asks as if concerned for my well- 
being, but  really she’s worried that I’m a low- level employee sitting down 
on the job.

I catch Ms. Marmesh’s eye. She looks to the ceiling and sighs.
“I’m part of Cohort 54.” I point to my own patch, G0C54D1235, 

then cross my arms and stare at the  woman.
“Oh!” she says, then nods in what she supposes is encouragement. 

Good for you, Earth Girl, making it out of the squalor of our ancestral planet! 
But  really, she’s congratulating herself.  Aren’t we progressive up  here at 
MUSC, letting Zero Gens like you coexist with our Third Gen  children?

I glare back at her  until she f linches and steps back on the moving 
walkway to hurry down the corridor.

Ms. Marmesh winks at me, then, chuckling  under her breath, she 
drives away.

I sit quietly for another few minutes while the ginger candy melts 
on my tongue. I’m in no hurry to get anywhere  until Darshan, my cyber 
assistant, shimmers in the peripheral vision of my Lenz and announces, 
Urgent message! I call him forward. His image sharpens, and he says, 
You are requested to meet with MUSC president and CEO Valentine Fornax 
in person. Please proceed to her personal work space.

“What?” I say out loud. “Must be a  mistake.”
Darshan repeats the message.
My heart races. I’ve only been summoned to see Dr. Fornax one 

time since I’ve lived  here, and that was the worst day of my life.
Why? I ask Darshan, and stay put on the bench.
I have no other information, he says. Please proceed to Valentine For-

nax’s personal work space.
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Is my  mother okay? I ask before I move.
I have no information to the contrary, Darshan says. Your heart rate 

is elevated and yet you are not proceeding at a pace that would indicate 
physiological exertion. Are you stressed? Would you like a relaxation ex-
ercise?

Shut up, Darshan, I command, then hustle onto the empty Auto-
Walk.

I send a series of thotz to my mom on my way to Dr.  Fornax’s 
workstation, but she  doesn’t reply. Which  isn’t unusual. Every one’s off 
Stream while they work, except when  we’re on break, which is when 
Mom and I usually check in.

Half of me won ders if someone hacked Darshan and sent me a 
fake message so I’d look like a dorkbot showing up at the MUSC 
CEO’s door while vicious malware publicly Streams  every moment of 
my stupidity, but as soon as I near the vestibule of Dr. Fornax’s work 
space, a VirtuVoice connects to my Stream and says, Welcome, Uma 
Jemison. Dr. Fornax is expecting you. The AutoWalk diverts me, and a 
door wheeshes open.

Too embarrassed to be seen by the MUSC CEO wearing my old 
clunky device, I remove it from my head and fold it into my pocket 
before I step inside. I assume I’ll be greeted by a hologram (Dr. Fornax 
could be anywhere), but inside the room, the real Valentine Fornax rises 
from her workstation and walks  toward me with her hand extended. She 
is even more imposing in person. Taller than I remember. Her cropped 
silver hair shimmers, and her eyes drill into me.

“So  you’re Uma Jemison?”
My palm is sweaty in her firm grip. “Yes,  ma’am. We’ve met  before.”
“We have?” She looks at me perplexed.
“Is my  mother okay?” I brace myself.
“Your  mother . . .”
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“Persis Sarachik. Chief of DrillBot repair.” My voice is tight with 
worry.

Dr. Fornax blinks quickly, no doubt calling up my life history 
archive to her Stream, then her mouth falls open slightly. “I’m sorry. I 
had forgotten. Your  father died in the MUSC Year 88 mining explo-
sion.”

“Yes.” I glance around the room and see that every thing is just as I 
remember it, including a blooming orange zinnia plant  under a grow 
light on the corner of her desk. “You called me  here with my  mother to 
tell us in person.” My chest is tight, and I can barely breathe.

“I apologize.” Dr. Fornax sighs and offers me a place to sit. I  settle 
on the edge of the white sofa, the same place I sat last time I was  here, 
but then my feet  didn’t touch the f loor.

“The system should have warned me to be more attentive to your 
emotional needs. I’ll make a note for improvement,” Dr. Fornax says. 
“Your  mother is fine, by the way. Absolutely nothing to worry about.”

I let go an enormous sigh.
“Are you okay now?” Dr. Fornax leans forward, her eyes locked 

with mine. She reaches out to squeeze my shoulder— a gesture so 
Earthly that I slump back with relief. “Do you need to rehydrate?”

“I . . .  uh . . .  um . . .  I’m fine,” I stammer as I sit up, perched like a 
ner vous bird on the edge of the seating unit again. “But why am I  here 
exactly?”

“I remember when you first came to us.” Dr. Fornax leans against 
her workstation, arms crossed, looking down at me. “You  were the youn-
gest Zero Gen we had ever accepted on scholarship.”

“Yes,  ma’am. I know.” The story of my  family’s emigration is well- 
worn lore. Where I’m from in North Amer i ca, if you  didn’t have the 
means to buy your way into a privatized city like AlphaZonia, you had 

105-72423_ch01_2P.indd   30 1/25/18   7:48 PM



—-1

—0

—+1[ 31 ]

two choices: live in the libertarian nightmare of Merica or eke out a liv-
ing in the Wastelands. My parents chose the Wastelands.  Until I came 
along. Then they wanted something better and pinned all their hopes 
on me. They stuffed me so full of knowledge that the moment I turned 
five, I tested off the MUSC scholarship charts, which was our ticket to 
the Moon.

“Not every body was happy that I let you come,” Dr. Fornax says.
“I’m sure they  weren’t,” I say quietly,  because I’m well aware of the 

controversy my  family caused.
Before me, Zero Gen scholarship kids had to be at least ten years 

old and  were brought up  here without their families. But most of them 
wilted  under the pressure and eventually left the colony. Over the years, 
I’ve searched all kinds of data archives for any information on deserters 
who went back to Earth: Yuriko Blevan left on a business trip then 
stayed on Earth to start a no- tech colony in the Amazon; Jiyun Watts 
built her own escape pod that went sideways and burned up on reentry 
to the Earth’s atmosphere; Reza T. Sunshine called it quits when she 
was assigned her LWA and became a sea vegetable farmer on a garbage 
patch in the center of the Pacific Ocean; and the most infamous of all, 
Zaniah Nashira, a young scholarship kid who changed the course of 
MUSC history with her BBI breakthrough in Dr. Fornax’s lab. The 
formation of the ExploroBot program propelled Fornax to CEO, but 
Zaniah dis appeared when she was fifteen without a trace. I’ve looked 
and looked for more info on her, but  there’s nothing  else. Not a single 
image of her survives. It’s as if she’s been officially erased from our 
history.  After her debacle, the scholarship program was suspended  until 
my  family unit was taken as a  whole.

“We saw enormous promise in you,” Dr. Fornax says. “So we took 
a chance. I personally took a chance on you. I staked my reputation 
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bringing your  family  here together. What do you have to say about 
that?”

“Um . . .  thank you, I guess?”
“You guess?” She draws in a sharp breath.
I cringe. “Sorry. It’s just that, well, I  don’t understand why I’m 

 here.”
“Given all that I just told you, imagine my shock and utter dismay 

when I learned that you want to go back to Earth for the month of Sol.”
“But . . .  what’s the prob lem with that? I thought we could do any-

thing we wanted on the Sol of our sixteenth year.”
“In my experience, Earth- born  humans like you go back for only 

two reasons.” She pauses, then points her index fin ger in the air. “One: to 
attend to  family  matters. But as far as I know, you have no  family  there 
to speak of, do you?”

“No,  ma’am,” I admit. “My parents  were each only  children, and 
my grandparents died long ago.”

“Or, two.” She holds up a second fin ger. “They leave and  don’t 
intend to come back.”

“Oh!” I f linch. “No, not me! I  don’t want to go for good.” A wave 
of nausea engulfs me as I remember what I said to Micra. “That was a 
joke!” My temperature rises. Did she rat me out? Again? “ Going back 
is just my Sol request. You know. Twenty- eight days to do anything I 
want before . . .” I trail off.

“Before what?”
“I get my LWA,” I  mumble.
“Why not take a few weeks down at TourEsa on the surface of the 

Moon? Or hit the beach simulators? Or take a rover for a crater run, 
then head up to the casinos on the dark side? Or apply for a satellite 
internship to hone your skills in your favorite field of study?”
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She walks around to the other side of her desk as she lists all the 
 things every one  else in my cohort  will do during our month off. But 
 those  people are perfectly happy at MUSC. A few weeks away from the 
SkyLab is enough for them to recharge before dedicating themselves to 
a Life’s Work Assignment. I  can’t say this to the president of MUSC, 
though, so I sit meekly, withering  under her stare, as I gather up my cour-
age to whisper, “I  don’t want to do  those  things. I want to go to Earth.”

She stops, spins on her heel, and looks at me again. “Why?”
I sit, stupidly mute. Do I dare tell her that  every night I dream I’m 

swimming in the ocean, being pulled closer and closer to shore? “It’s 
like the tides on Earth,” I fi nally say. “I feel drawn.”

“You feel drawn?” Dr. Fornax rolls her eyes, so obviously annoyed 
with my emotions getting in the way of logic. “That’s not a real reason. 
 Unless you can come up with something better, you’ll need to put in a 
dif fer ent request.”

“Are you . . .” I hesitate, afraid to articulate the truth. “Canceling 
my trip to Earth?”

“That’s correct.”
“But, but, but . . .” My entire body feels heavy, as if the g- force of 

rotation has increased and pressed me harder against the seat. “Tomor-
row is Leap Day. My flight leaves in less than twelve hours!”

“Not anymore it  doesn’t,” she says. “Do you understand?”
I sit, stunned into silence, ready to burst with anger and frustra-

tion, but as I’ve done a thousand times at MUSC, I push my emotions 
into the hard pit of my stomach. I swallow down my tears  because only 
Earthlings cry. MUSCies  don’t. They are taught from the time they 
are  little that expressing emotions marks one as intellectually inferior. 
And gad forbid anyone be inferior up  here on the Moon!

“Well?” says Dr. Fornax. In that moment, the dark eyes of my hero 
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seem more sinister than mischievous, and the hard line of her jaw marks 
her as stolid instead of strong.

“Yes,” I say quietly as I rise on shaking legs. “I understand.”
“Good,” Dr. Fornax says as I turn to go. “And, Uma,” she calls  after 

me, “come up with something quickly. I  wouldn’t want you to miss out 
on Sol altogether.”
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